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ABSTRACT * \ 

• • .A study examined the influence of classroom 

organization, student age, and student ability $>n 122 students' 
perceptions of who were the "better , readers" in their classrooms. The 
students were members of one second grade and one fifth grade 
reviving reading instruction in a w.hole-class format; a second-thi rd 
grade" combination classroom taught with four ability-based groups;,, 
and one Second grade and one fifth grade taught in permanent 
ability-b^sed< grojips. The students were asked: to rank their reading ' 
books It dm easiest to hardest and to decide which of two peers was a 
better Reader; The results showed^ that .particularly high levels of 
agreement oh better" readers occurred fn the classes with whole-class 
instructional formats. While the- data dids no& indicate that students' 
ages* had any effect on their perceptions^ ability differences * 4 

suggested that Students in ability-based instructional groups were* 
less likely to make accurate jiidejments'about task performance, and • 
that being in a classroom where reading groups operated at the same* 
time may provide low-ability students with useful -information for- 
judging other students in the classroom. Overall/ the study indicated 
that teachers Qan arrange their classrooms to increase* or decrease^ 
the amoxJnt of information students receive that .can in-f luepfce 
t studen f ts r views of each other and, presumably, themselves.. '(RL) - 
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. This paper examines the perceptions, of elemegtary school students 
regarding who are ^better readehs* in classrooms. Early in their 
school* experience, students form perceptions about themselves and t^lir * 
peers. The very nature of the schooling experience may be responsible 
*for this factJ When, stJdents enter school, they jenter an Environment 
. where they must work together in the same room on the same or similar 
tasks, where there are general expectations for how quickly they will 

t "■» s t 

progress, and where achievement is rewarded. v 

In this environments students learn early* toVank the relative % 
achievement of their peers (Stipek, 1981)/ Initially^most .Students 
hold quite positive vi ews of their own performance, ancj they remain hopeful 
.for the future even. in the face off apparent!^ negatj ve # feedback such aj 
Jow grades (Entwisle and Hayduk, 1978; Nicholls, 1978). Around second 
grade*, as studentsfassimi late feedback about their own relative position, 
cthey begin to^ate- thef r own achievement in a manner cons i stent "with- s 
'Ratings by teachers and peers (Stipek., 1981; Nicholls, 19^8). .This 
means that some students fnevitably come to see. themselves .as relatively 
Xhigh and otheVs as relatively low adhieveK^ \ 

it is important* therefore, to understand the ways students con- 
ceptualizekand interpret wh^t ^goes on "in. classes. 4 Stude/its 1 'views may 
vary depending on characteristics of. the school setting. The manner in 
which teachers organize instructional activities may influence the'oppor- 
♦turn ties ^students have for maki ng comparisons, as well as the-n^giount and 
types of information available to them. If so, these setting effects f 
would be important because 4 teachers could change or^ adapt instructional 
organization ajid activities to produce more desirable outcomes. ■ 



' In this paper we will. focus on. three factors which may influence student 
perce|>tiohs: (1) classroom organization ; .(-2) student age, and (3) student 
ability.. . * - , K 

Activity form and grouping potentially influence the mature and frequency 
of feedback which is, available to students. During a whole-class lesson, 
bath performance and feedback are public. Teachers who use recitation and 
-class t^ask activities provide their students with many opportunities for 
public performance (Boss^rt, 1979). Students can compare their own perfor- 
mances with others' on the same task, and *di spariti es among students 1 ' achieve- 
' ments *are apparent. However, when students are engaged N in a'seatwork phase 
of whole class instruction, performance is much less' public and teachers 
^have an opportunity* to provide individual feedback to students. As classroom 
♦activities become more diverse and content- is more differentiated (a multitask 
classroom), t students become 'involved in tasks which abe neither public nor 
comparable. Such an organization would lioviT the opportunity for -p erformJhce' 
comparisons, 

'The degree of'pyblic performance in classrooms has been linked to .the 
perceptions students have of themselves and their classmates. Students 
from -classrooms where performance visibility is high are better able to 4 
agree among themselves and with. their teachers about the reading ability of ' 
pi>heir classmates (Rosenholtz and Wilson, 1980).- Moreover / students perceive 
more differential teacher treatment in classrooms where teachers publicly 
announce students' scores and point out* good and poor- students (Marshall et 
al.,.1980), and students use this public information in making judgments' * '* 
about how smart other students are (Weinstein, i981 )S. 

On the other hand, grouping students for instruction provides them 



with different information about the performance levels of their peers x 

♦ 

(Rosenbaum, >980). When grouping is used, students are ntft always able - 
to observe the performance of students in other groups, and, in some cases, 
may beunaware of ability group assignments (Eder, 1979).- However, the 
way teachers ilesign arid implement group activities has been found to 
influence the" visibility of groups (Goldberg et al., 1966) which, in ' ' 

V 

turn, may provide students with information about-their own abilitiess 

The grouping practices; which teachers' use have been found to influence 
x students' * perceptiohs of their classmates' abilities. Irf exploring how 
students decide they're smart, Weinstein (1981) fou?id that they primarily 
use information about poor performance. ,But they also, consider grouping 
practices in making^their .decisions. When probed for more information, 
students were able to^make distinctions between grpups. For example/ " s 
Clements et al. (1980) discovered that students mention the materials and 
tasks* used by groups more often than ability differences when d^scrtbing 
the d4f fecences^betv/eew reading groups. What this suggests is that 
/students maj^learn .that harder tasks are as-^oci ated with certain groups, 
T which may influence their perceptions of which students are w smart (Nicholls 
1978)'/ ' 

Besides classroom Organization, two other factors also appear to- in- 
fluence student perceptions of better readers. .First, the age qf students 
may influence their perceptions. Younger children haVe hard fewer classroom 

experiences and may be developmental ly less" mature than oTcTer students. 

r ' 1 m - 

These differences may influence what they are able to perceive and express. 

Some of the most concerted effort in this area has been conducted by r 

c 

has'been conducted by Nicholls (1978), who has foifhd that-older, elementary- 



aged students are better akje to distinguish between effort and ability, 
are aj?t to lower their sel f-r^ati rrg$ on academic .attainment , and attach • 
greater: incentive value to more di fficult .tasks. It alsd has been dis- 
covered that students ^re able to critically assess their peers 1 perfor- 1 
mances earlier tharOtheir own (Stipek,* 1981). In making these comparisons 

4 - * 

^kindergarten through third-graders have been found to focus on work' habits 
and behavior-, rather than on academic performance- (Clements et al., 198*0; 
Stipek, 1981). , 

A second factor that may- i nf 1 uence student perceptions is their * 
^bij[ity leyel. Because students from different groups engage in different 

* activities and receive varying feedback from teachers, they .may cMfferen- 

tially perceive' classroom events. The" research evidence i s- Conflicti nq. 

. . . ^ > h . . : h 

Some studies find ability differences; fQr; example, in describing dijfffer- 
ential ^teachep treatment bfjstudents, high achievecs have reported that 
ffimale students receiye more supportive-iifelp from teachers than males/ 
jj&ile low achievers- seem to- feel that lojv achievers (regardless of sexj 
receive more .suppo'rtive help (Weinstein et al . , 1980). However, 'other 
research reports t}o differences tn perceptions ofj students from various 

achievement or abi lity levels. (Clements "et al 1980«). 

* i - , » . * V 

The research reported her? differs from previous work tn several ways.- 

Unlike oth^r studies (e.g.; Marshall; et al . , 1980; Stlpelc/ 1981; Rosenhbltz & 

Wilson, 1980; Clements et'al., 1980), the. focus here is on discovering how 



* students define and identify* good reading Vfhen.asked to compare a number of 
\stydents tn •thei>*classroSmr^he, effort- has- been to colle*ct v and analyze 
detailed 4 infdrm^tion on the criteria students 'use when describing .goojd 1 
reading. In particular, these questions are',addres$ed: Do students use 



ability 1 group placement when comparing students? What additional infor- 

mation do students use for judging readers^in classes with some form of 

grouping? What are the' salient bases of comparison when reading is 

taught in a whole class situation? How do students! age? and ability 

levels affect their perceptions of better refers? What is the relation- 

ship between students' understanding of the reading program and their 
» ■ 

reasons for selecting better readers? 



Methodology ■ ^ * ~~ 

Sample » .» . 

The data reported here are part of a larger study of grouping arrange- 
ments conducted in seven classrooms in the greater San Francisco Bay^Area. 
For this Report* .data from two second grades, a second-third combination, 
*and two fifth grades are used. . 
, These five classes provide clear contrasts in instructional organi- 
zation*. In two of the classes, one second grade and one f ifth .grade,, 
reading was taught in a whole r class format. \ln thes^ classes, all students 
used the same reader and participated in the sW lessons. In the fifth 
grade class, "the students covered skill units as\a whole-class group, v 
^ These units included a pretest,- worksheets, and a poittej^ Regardless of 
^pretest score, all students completed the unit together. In the second 



grade class, the teacher did divide students into two groups for oral 

* * • » 

reading,* but membership in these groups changed from day to day and was % 
not based on ability. - 

* The second-ttoiVcf grad # e comb'i natiocu cla*s was taught, with four ability- 
based, groups. Tfye Harcourt-Brace reading series was used;, the low@t^ * 4 



group read theVrimer and the highest group read the thirl grade reader, 
^ Each of^the fowj jjroups included second- and third-gradersi A permanent 
aide workfi with the lowest group while the teacher rotated between the 
^remaining three- groups. Eventually, this arrangement was •df sconf i nued 
~aod the teacher included the lowest group in her rotation/ Ut this 
point, the aide either monitored seatwork activities or occasionally 
1 worked with one of the groups out-s-ide-the- classroom, — 

. % The remaining second and fifth grade classes had permaniit abYlity- 
based reading groups. These classes? operatea on* a staggered Scheduled, 
This schedule, which is common in California, involves! having half the 
students come early in the' morning Tor reading while the - ' other half stays 
late for reading. With this arrangement '/"only h^lf the class is presefit 
at one time for reading .instruction,^ In each class there were a total 
of four ability-based ^readi ng groups. The two lower .groups met i.n the 
morning; the two*.higher groups met in the" afternoon. 2 ' In the fifth 
grade class, the lowest group used a fourth grade text published by 

• Scott-Foresman, while the other three groups used' consecutive readers 
from the Ginn 720 or* 360 series. In the second grade 'class, the four 
groups were at consent ive levels in the Economy Press series. In boyh 
classes the teacher met alternately with one group and, then tJje other. 
In the second grade^class., an aide was present in the morning^tt) meet 

# with one group. Otherwise, groups not meeting with the teacher were 
engaged^n .seatwork,' * 

For ease in ^descriUing the sample, the five classes are identified. 
by 4 grade and organization as follows: second grade whole-class = 2W. 

ft 

fifth 'grade who]£-class = 5W , second-third- grade grouped = 2/3G,. second 
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grade stagge red-group = 2SG, and fif£h grade staggered-grouped = 5SG. V . 
The selection of these particular classrooms allows for two general 
levels of comparison. First, between-grade-level comparisons examine 
similarities and differences in responses due to children's' ages'. Second, 
within-grade-level comparisons' investigate similarities and differences 
attributable to classroom organization. 



Interviews, 



1 

f < 



Interviews were conducted with 122 students, or 83 % oV the total 
number of students in the five classes. ^SttKients who did not return 

permission slips were not -intend ewed. As part' of a Wger interview 

schedule, students were asked^ two general questions, one . dealing with - 
, , book order and the other with better readers. 3 .Interviews were' con- ^ 

A. ' ♦ " 

ducted in March and took place outside the classroom with only the inter- ' 
viewer and the interviewee, present. .Each interview lasted about 25 
..^minutes. Interviewers were known to the students-through, their role as 
classroom observers since JJctober. Sessions were .tape recorded and 
transcribed to facilitate analysis. , ' \ 

(\ /The first question asked Istudents to arrange their different reading 
' ^ ^ books jn order from easiest to hardest. For the grouped clas.ses (2/3G, 

: 2SG, and 5SG) the four reading books being used in the class we*re presented. 

v \ 

For the .non-grouped classes (2W and 5W), three books being used at the " 
? school were preaentM: the one used, in their classroom, one f lower-grade' 

s - book, and one higher-grade book. 7 , 

• . *• * 

.The second quest^ asked students to decide which of two students - ' 

* *■ ♦ 

was ajtetter reader and to explain how .they had made their choice.. Inter- 
. f < ' viewers asked the specific questions: "Who is a better reader, ' '(X) ' 

- , ' * t i 
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QjT (Y) ?" and "How come?" If students responded that they-, we re 
the same, they w^re^force'd to* make a choice* The two choices were always 
the same sex and the interviewee's name was^lljl^sed as a comparison. 

Three types o.f ,compari sons were asked in all classes: (a) a low - 
versus middle reader, (b) a middle versus high reader, and <c) two [ 
middle readers. The four reading groups were -labeled "Tow," "average- 
low,'" "average-high," and "high," For the staggered-grouped classes, 
comparisons were then as follows: (a) low versus-.average-low' (both 
morning readers), (b) average-high-versus high (both afternoon readers), 
and (q) average-low versus average-high (morning versus afternoon).: 



For the grouped class, the same comparisons were provided except group 
division was not by morning or afternoon schedule. In the classes with 
whole-class instruction, studerfts were divided into strata on thQ f a v l 1 
achievement test, „ Both test scores, and observer judgments were used to 
select low, middlg, and high readers for the comparisons. In addition, 
to these three comparisons, students in the grouped and staggered-grouped 
classes -were given one more comparison. This fourth comparison was 
between two students in the same reading group as the interviewee, . 

Coding Scheme, 

A coding sdheme was developed for each of the two questions, -.For 

the first question on book order, whether a student knew the correct 

order of the books was'coded. Responses indicating that students knew 

correct order were coded as a "1" and those that .did not were coded as a 

j « * 

"0." The entire set of books had to be placed correctly for a "1" to be^ 

coded. 



The second question on selection of better readers was coded Tor whop 
students selected, their degree of certainty, and the/r reasons: For, 
degree of certainty, a d'i ^tinction was made between whether a, stucfent 

immediately made a .choice between the two readers or whether s/he ex- 

v f - . \ 

pressed reluctance and was forced to choose*. Students\ explanations for 

. * - \ " 

their choices-provided a detailed and pomplex* description of their though 

- i 

processes and the factors they considered. Based on a preliminary analy- " 
t sis, a category system* for reasons- was devised. This category system was' 
hierarchical and included areas r(and subareas) as f oTTows : assignment 
(level/book, group, staggered schedule), behavior (behavior, effort, help), 
evaluation (grades), taskxperformance (correctness, quantity, spee<j,, form, 
understanding), other ; 'and don't know . While the first three reasons 
students gave for Vhy a student was a better reader were coded, onTy the' 
first responses are'included in this analysis. Jhjs .strategy allows, for 
equal weighting of responses from different chil dren* and does not favor 
highly verbal- children. % 

Inter-rater reliabilities were calculated for the coding fqr each ; v 

* , 

question. These were calculated by having two people code 16% of the 
interviews. These reliabilities, are as follows: '98% for book order, 
98% for agreement on who- was the better reader, 87% for general reason 
for better* reader, and 85% for subarea reason for^better reader. 
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Results 

q The section begins with a discussion of agreement among students in 
their identification of'the better reader. To explore 'possible sources ' 

a 

' of differences in level of agreement about better readers, information is" 
presented about the .students' knowledge of correct book order a/id about " 
- the reasons they use to explain their choices.- * ■ * 4 • 

Agreement on Better-Reader ^Choice * ' 

The first analysis considers the issue of whom students selected as 
the better reader. For each comparison, one .choice could be identified # 
a priori as correct. 'This identification is based on group membership 
in the grouped and staggered-grouped classes, and on test strata 'for- the 
whole-class classes* ' If there we're- no agreement, then'- half the students 
would choose one person in each compa-ri-son and half the students would - 
cho'ose -the other person. In each' class, students are accurate' in their 
selections 75% of the time or more. This serves to validate the a 
P rior1 ' selection, since it is the same as the 'majority position in each , , 
case. In effect, this demonstrates =.that'ihe re is a generally recognized V 
continuum of reafling Skills known .to "students, obse rvers, t esters, a-nrf 

* teachers. r 

» 

Given 'this general agreement, there are two ways to talk about the 
selection v ariable. We can say that a student was accurate or inaccurate 
in his choice.. We also can saj that he agreed or disagreed with the 
.majority position. While both 'statements are true, we prefer the term 
"agreement 4 " because it emphasizes the classroom reaTity for the child-- 
that student^ agree in their assessment of. reading skill/ \- 



Although agreement is generally .high, there are' important differ- 
ences in the degree of agreement*. Table 1 reports the percentage agree- 
ment for 'each qlass and for ability groups within each class. Within ' 
each class, students rare. divided into four ability groups. In G and SG 
classes, these groups correspond to instructional groups. In W classes, 
these represent test-score strata, ^ 

The.most striking feature of the data in Table 1 is the uniformly 

high level of agreement in classes 2W and 5W, where reading was taught 

by whole-class instruction. About 90% of the students in these two 

classes agree on who is a better reader. There is less agreement. in the 

classes with reading groups. ATso, there is an ability -group trend -in 

the classes with, reading groups. .In staggered-grouped classes, agreement 

♦ 

is lowest among low-ability students, especially in the second grade. 
This ability trend is reversed, however, in the grouped' class (2/3G) where 
the greatest agreement (100%) is among low-ability stude.nts and the least 
agreement (67%)" is among higfi-ability students. These results naturally 
evoke the question qf why_ students in classes with readj-ng* groups show 
Jess agreement. 'The remainder of the paper explores this question, 
beginning first with a comment about Table 1. 

Table 1 presents data averaged over £fce three different comparisqns 
that were asked— low vs. middle, middle vs. high, and mfddle vs. middle. 
There are no differences in agreement among the different comparisons, 
except for a slight decrease in agreement in class 2/3G for the middle- 
high comparison. Typically^ students in whole-cjass and grouped classroom 
organizations agree just as often when comparing a low with middle student 
as when comparing a middle With hi.gh student or two middle students. 



These results are important because they, are somewhat unexpected. Under 
whole-class instruction*,' one might predict that it would be difficult to 
distinguish two*middle readers, who should be similar in performance. 
Students did express reluctance to make this choice (27% forced choice 

% 

responses compared to 3% on other comparisons).' However, agreement is 
stilT high. . 

Possible comparison differences also could have arisen in the stag- 

gered-gnouped classes* due to the staggered schedule. Recall that with the 

staggered schedule, lower groups meet in the morffing while higher groups 

meet in the afternoon. Here middle-middle might have been expected to be 

the most clear cut comparison because it involves a contrast betweerynorning 

and afternoon readers. For either of the other two comparisons, /half the 

students are required to compare students with whom they have fib contact at 

* 

all during readirrg periods. But these differences do "not arise. Moreover, 
students in these classes are just as accurate when comparing students in 
their own session (morning or afternoon) as when comparing students in the 
other session* There is no apparent probiem due to lack of information 
because of the staggered schedule. This suggests that the^staggered schedul 
has minimal effect on the results. Instead, the presence -of reading groups 
seems ,to be the important factor. , * 

Knowledge of Book Order 

One possible reason for lowe s r agreement in the classes with reading' 
groups is that students do not know the order of the groups.' Information 
about the students' knowledge of the relative status of groups was obtained 
by asking the students to'look at the books used* in tha.£lassroom and put * 
them in order according to difficulty. The percentage of students who could 

* 

12 

1.; 



■ 



(jo this correctly is reported ifi ; Table «2. 

As, mentioned earlier', the nature of the question about book or.deh was 

different depending on classroom organization.. Whole-class students were 

• asked to .order three books'. One of these was the text used io the class; 

• «. -» » 

'the other two were- a higher and a lower book. in the same reading series. 

* * ' 4 * 

Table 2 indicates that whole-class students, who'have less direct .famili- 
* * * / * 

'arity with the books, are less able to order, the books accurately. Never- 
theless, these classes* provide. an 'interesting contrast to those with 

reading groups, especially in the comparison across grade levels. ' 

* * * . \ 

Two striking features. of the baok # order -data in Table 2 are'relatecf to 
ability-levels. First, higher-ability students 'perform better than lower- 
ability students. This clearly appears sinc$ the .two higher groups .do 

0 % i t m 

better than the two lower groups. 'This -trend holds for all the classes 
except 2/3G, il where low-ability students do better; however, ^his pargj>tels 
the earlier finding for this class that low-abjlity stOdents have higher 
agreement, on'better readers.-' Apparently, low-abilfty students in this 
classroom are more aware of the order of the readying groups and who are 
the better readers than other low-abili 0 ty students fnom other classrooms, 

while high-ability students are Jess aware of these issues. 

* * • 

* * & » * 
Second, low-sbl lity f ifth c giyders tend, to perform quite poorly when 

/identify'ing\ook order. Student's in glasses 2SG, 2W, and 2/3G are qen- 

eraljy better ■ th^n. thei r ol derxounterpa rts at identifying book order,' 

especially at the^oy^abili ty levels. So, lack of knowledge of group_ 

order, as reflected* 'fn knowledge 'of book order, does nQt seem to explain 

completely the derfa^on' choice agreement reported earlier, especially the ' 

•lower agreement for secon/J-graders, although knowledge of group order is 
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likely to have some effect on agreement.' A more complete picture Can be 

obtained hy considering the reasons students gave*for thei r choices. . 

— . *? 

Reasonsfior Better-Reader Choices 

. * 

* After makings choice of who Was a better reader, , students were ^sked - 
to explain haw they had^made each selection. These responses were theA 
coded by general ai^ea and^subares of reason., Table 3 reports the general 
area of the first reason given. . \ 

Information is reported separately by* class and, also by the nature \ 
of the comparison. Entries represent the percentage of first responses V 
in each class that fel*T in each general reason .category. Students in * 
classes^ with whole-class reading rely on task performance to^make their 
choices. Students in the staggered-grouped classes .most frequently cite 
assignment to groups or sessions as the reastfn for fhei.r choice. Moreover, 
students in staggered-gr^ped classes also shift to a^ocus on~task perfor- 
mance^en asked to compare students. in the same group as themselves, that 
is, when group membership no longer di stingui shed choices. , Interestingly 
enough, students^ , the. grouped^class, but .not the staggered-grouped classes, 

rely more heavily on task performance, father than group assignment /when 

% * ♦ 

explaining differences in readers in all four bf the comparisons. , 

Although assignment to\groups is the most frequent reason given by stu- 
dents in stag&red-grouped classes, still only about, half the students cite 

/ 

this reason. This suggests that group membership is*an important factor 
considered by students, but certainly not the only factor. Students in class 
2/3G bear this out since they rely on task performance more than gcoup 
assignment. ' • 
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^ _ Further analyses wer^ conducted. Jo deteUnne whether use' of -assignment 
as a-'reason differs by ability -Jeveh .TJ»e jowest^ability students in c-lass 
•2SG appear to be outliers in use '(or lack of use) of assignment as a reason. 
They use this reason only 7% of the time Compared to~58% for low-ability 
students in class 5SG. Wse Students. compensate by offering more- "don't 
• know" or "other" reasons ('38%). J u? t the opposite occurs \n class 2/3G 
whVe the two highest groups use assignment to groups not n\arly as often • 
(6%) as the two .lowest groups ,(38%). ' There. are 'no other gradg or ability' 
differences, in reasons given. 

a . Table 3 does suggest some difference in reasons given according to the 
nature of the compansonV-^^ comparing low aiTd middle readers, students in 
grouped classes concentrate less on grpup membership and 'more orrtask perfor- 
mance than thej, do in making other comparisons. Apparently there is something 
especially salient about the overt performance of low achievers. However, ' 
even here students describe academic performance (especially oral reading) 
and not general classroom behavior* 

This information about' reasons does not really clarify the soUrc^oT 
disagreement in the grouped and staggered-grouped classes. "Students in 
the staggered-grouped classes give assignment -reasons Jpout half the time 
while those in the grouped class use assi^menTTs a secondary reason only 
about a quarter of the time. On the orre hand, students might have l'e'ss 
agreement when o they give assignment reasons. This could occur if they do ' 
not know group order or who is in which group. On the other ^and, students 
might agree when they use ass ignmeijt^ea sons but disagree when they use 
task' performance or other reasons because of the limited information they 
have available. To distinguish between these possibilities, we examined , 
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agreement as a function of reason given. These data are reported in 
Table 4. ' ; - ' 

Table 4 shows that use of assignment as a reason is not the general- - - " 

\ * • 

source of disagreement. When the students in staggered-grouped "classes 

\ * 

use assignment as a reason,, they agr'ee 88%< of the time. Students in 

the grouped class do even' better sjnce they agree 100% of, the time when * ■ 

assignment reasons are used. These rates'are quite similar to the 90% 

agreement' rate for whole-class students using their preferred Reason 

task performance. However, when students in_stagge red-grouped classes Mm 

rely on task .performance they agree less' (78%'). Students in the 

grouped class also have difficulty agreeing when task performance is used 

(68%). .This is presumably the result of having less information with 

which to evaluate task performance. ^ The 'lowest agreement rate, however, 

is for students in st a ggeced- grouped classes who could not give a reason 

or who give an idiosyncratic reason (58%). Many of these students, are 

the lowest-ability students in class 2SG. This 'suggests that, in addition 

to the lack of task performance information, or perhaps because of it.* 

some students fail to^develop any reliable dimension for evaluatinq 

reading skill. • " 

Although agreement* is generally high when students use assignment as 
a reason, there are ability differences. In the sfcaggered-grouped classes — 

a clear pattern emerges. Students in the highest abflvty groups who use 

\ 

assignment as a reason, have, 100% agreement in choosing the better. reader. 
In the average-high group, there is a 95% agreement; in the average-low 
group,, 80%; and in the lowest group, 70%. in other w<?rds, high-ability 
students use grouping reaspns with extreme accuracy, even in' second grade. 
Low-ability students have more difficulty. Remember' tftat the lowest ability 
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, -students in class 25G seldom use grouping as a reason, so this means that 
*most of the low^ability students with 70% accuracy are f iftjh-graders. Even 

* % at .this age they have trouble knowing book order and presumably also in 
knowing who is in whic)i group. They know 'group membership is a relevant and 
important dimension for comparing students but they have not completely ana-' 
lyzed and understood the specifics of their classroom situation. 

A different pattern emerges in the grouped classroom. Even though 
students at all ability levels who use assignment reasons have" high agree- 
ment (100%) , high-ability students tend not to use assignmen* to groups 
as often as low-ability students. High-ability students^tend to rely . 
task performance descriptions; however, as noted* earlier, these students 
have poorer agreement rates t^an low-ability students in the class. In 
other words, high-ability students use task performance reasons and are' - 
quite inaccurate while low-ability students use grouping with extreme 
accuracy. While this ability pattern is the exact reverse of that found 
in the staggered-grouped classe§, this suggests that low-ability students, 
even second-graders, can use grouping reasons quite successfully. 

Discussion 

The^se results provide information about how children understand and 
evaluate good reading tn classrooms.' The structure of the classroom . 
clearly influences the-meaning that students* attach to the phrase "better " 
reader, 1 ' the factors they. consider when comparing the performance of two 
students and, therefore, .how much- agreement exists aBout who- is better. 
* Students tend to interpret the question "wbo.is a bette'r reader 9 " v 
as a question about specific reading performance. They focus on oral 
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reading performance and give vivid descriptions of their classmates' * 
performances^ This foeu's on oral perf.ormance*is noteworthy* Jt may in 
part be*a result of the way the question'was asked* While "who is a 
better reader?" may concentrate attention on oral performance, a question 
like "who does better in reading?" might produce different results* 
Nonetheless ,"stoderits tend tb ignore performance on reading tasks like * - 
'worksheets, even though these are often completed or checked in a whole- ^ 
class lesson where public performance is exhibited. They also ignore how 
we'll students comprehend what they react Teachers plight want to consider 
what aspects of reading are important to them, both within^ and outside 
the domain of oral reading, and how these* values can be communicated to 

r 

students. 

^ ' , * 

^Classroom organization appears to influence student perceptions of who 

are better readers. For the two classes with whole-class instruction, stu- 
dents agree on who is better about 90% of the time. They base their de- 
cision on a detailed analysis of oral reading performance. Smooth, error- 
free reading wi£h expression sounds good to everybody. 

In the grouped and staggered-grouped classes, the situation is more 
complex and there is less agreement about who is better. Many students 
in these classes clearly ^focus on groi^p membership as a way of deciding , 

who is better and are extremely accurate when using -this criterion. 

> 

Sometimes students continue to use task performance as a basis for their 

decision. They gather information from large-group activities, from 

• *\ « 
oral reading during social studies or science, and 4 from eavesdropping. 

But the information base rs smal 1er- than in whole-class reading; therefore, 

students^fre somewhat less accurate when using task .performance reasons 
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in these grouped glasses than in classes with whole-class reading 

- , - - * * 1 ■ *: 

instruction., - » 

These results about classroom structure are consistent with those' 
' of Rosenholtz and Wilson (1980}' i n that agreemeht is lower in classes 
which are more differentiated. It ;is interesting .that the effect should 
occur even in grouped and staggered-grouped classes, a mild and prevalent 
form of differentiation compared to "a .classroom such as the multitask 
cl'asse.s described by Bossert (1979), where there are many different acti- 

v-it+es-otxtrrring simultaneously dTTd- groups are ffexrbTeT — — ' 

Very little of. our data indicates that students' ages have any effect 
<yi their perceptions. Earlier work has indicated that younger cnildren. 
focus on work habits and general clas'sroom behavior when. making ability 
comparisons of th#f peers -(Clements et al . , 1980; Stipek, 1981). \ While 
our results do suggest a s,ligh't~tendency for younger students to use beha- 
vior reasons more often than older students, these.younger chi 1 drenVely 
more on group placement and specific task, performance, as "do their"older 
counte.rpar.ts. On,ce again, the discrepancy in our results may be a function 
of the way the question was worded. ' . 

^Nevertheless, ability differences in students' perceptions were dis- ** 

covered. In the staggered-grouped classroom organization, all but the ■ . 

lowest ability, second-graders seem to know fhat.t^he student in the higJier 
group is a' better reader. However, there are ability differences^ 'the. 
students' capacities to use assignment reasons accurately. Low-ability 
students are less likely to know the correct order of the.textbooks. 
This'may be' partly due; to their lack of familiarity with the books. they 
have not yet encountered, but some students even place their own .book 



incorrectly/ Irhaddition to- knowing, book order, . students must know^ho- 
is in which -group. Whilfe high-ability Students, seem to know botii book 
order and group membership quite welli even in second grade,, low-ability 
students have not yet assimilated all of this information, even by fifth , 
grade. "* 

, ' Results from 'the grouped class (not o*n a staggered schedule) indjceite^' 

that the simultaneous operation of group's may affedi student? of va^yf^g 

' - ability levels differently from the staggered schedule. H^gh-Sblrity 

. stsdents from the -grouped class are less accurate in their judgments 

than their counterparts from the staggered --grouped classes. Likewise, 

low-ability students from the grouped class are more accurate- t\an low- 

ability students from the staggered -classrooms. As in the stag^gq red-grouped 

class'es, students who use assignment Reasons are more accurate, iip judgir^g 

readers than those who use task performance descriptions/ * - ■ * \ ■ 

These data on ability differences suggest two important paints. > 1 

First, in any classroom organization where groups are-joperating , students * ; 

who attempt to use the task performance of their peers are less lively 

to make ^ccurate judgments. This seems'to hold no matter what ability' 

group may try to use task performance. Second,, being in a 'classroom , a y 

where reading groups oper^eT at tfie same time may provide low-ability J i 

s'tudents with useful information for judging other students ifi the • 
* i . ■ ' 

classroom. 

. " 7 • #< • 
Further research' -is needed to extend our understanding of specifier 
* * * * v 

structures and their effects on students of varying .ages and abilities.' *. , - • 

In particular, it would be important to disentangle the effects of -group'fng. 

from the effects of*the s?aggered schedule. The staggered schedule 'is , itself 

* - - "• . ' / ' W: =*■•'»'' 

. _'_ _._2-£> ./.-"*. • . 



one form' of differentiation and our 'data, seem to suggest that this might 
isolate students and limit the information they have about one another. If 
all Reading groups operate 'at the same time in the classroom, students might 
have more information and therefore more agreement.' In additipn, thisline 
of research may begi^ to clarify. the classroom conditions which allow low- 
ability students to tie more aware of grouping practices than hi gh-abi Mty 
students.' "* v, ^ . ; 

Clerarly, teachers can arrange their 'classrooms, to increase or decrease 
the amount o)f information students receive which can influence their views 
.^of_each_oth.er'and presumably, themselves-/ Establishing reading groups 
rather than using whole-class reading instruction appears to provide a more 

- * *■ V 

open situation in which students are. not locked into a uniform assessment of 

skill.- Teachers might want to provide opportunities within their programs 

for differentiated actiVities^ch as- instructional groups.. Teachers also 

can provide activities which foster the set f-confidence^and participation of 

low-ability- children by differentiating activities so that reading and verbal 

ability are not the sole criteria for successful performance. One such 

• -» - ' , * 

program outlined by Rosenholtz (1979) is the Multiple Abilities Curriculum ' 
whicMs- designed to help students who are low achievers* in conventional 
classroom skilly by focusing on di fferent 'areas such as visual thinkirig, 
reasoning, and intditive thinking. This arrangement increases low-ability 
students' ^expectations for "future performance-, encourages them to partici- 
pate, and makes. pe.ers more accepting of their contributions. Additional- 
research has found that low-ability students benefit from opportunities 
to work- cooperatively, both in homogeneous, groups (Cohen and Intili, 1981) 
and- in heterogeneous small groups (Peterson, 1981; Webb, 1981). 
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Teadrers* might think about the consequences of their classroom orga- 
nization for student perceptions and might consider these suggestions for 
differentiated activities. ( * * 

t < ' V / 
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Footnotes 



1 The auttrors wish to thank Steven Bossert and Ginny Lee for their comments 1 on 
an earlier draft of* this paper. v 

2 The highest group in the second grade class met with" another teacher 
for reading the firsj part of the year as part of a team teaching 
arrangement* At this time, they were morning readers. In January 
they moved back to the regular teacher's class and joined the after- 

no on gro up, _Jhey re^jj-Mth . the averiLge-hi gh ^roup^for- -about -two — - 

/» 

weeks and then were shil f ted to a separate groups 

3 This paper describes only part of the interview data collected in 
field work by the Class Size and Instruction Program. Additional 
questions probed student ^elf-perceptfons as well as other issues 
related to perceptions of doing a good job on school work.' 
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Student Agreement on Choice of Better Readers 
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^ Agreement on Choice 
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